Hypothalamic-pituitary-adrenocortical axis activity: a target of pharmacological anticraving treatment?
An association between the activity of the hypothalamic-pituitary-adrenocortical (HPA) axis and alcohol intake behavior is currently discussed. We examined the relationship between efficacy of pharmacological anticraving treatment and HPA axis activity in the relapse prevention treatment of alcoholism. In 160 patients suffering from alcoholism, we measured plasma adrenocorticotropic hormone (ACTH) and cortisol during placebo-controlled relapse prevention treatment with naltrexone and/or acamprosate. In the placebo group, ACTH and cortisol decreased during early abstinence. Treatment with naltrexone and acamprosate prevented this course. Increased ACTH and cortisol during treatment was associated with a reduced risk of relapse. These findings suggest that heightened HPA responsiveness might contribute to relapse-preventing effects of anticraving compounds in alcoholism.